2i6                          THE    SCENE    CHANGES
against the rules, being interpreted by the collective convict mind as
due to fear of them, led to outbreaks, and he would then swing over
to the opposite extreme and punish with undue severity.
Nothing upsets convicts so much as changes in the scale of punish-
ment. Like public schoolboys convicts are uncannily quick in dis-
covering that those set in authority over them are losing their nerve,
and they take advantage of it at once. Whenever the poor governor
passed one of the working parties the men would hum some ribald
song, and the warders did not report the offenders because they knew
that they would not be supported. When things were not going
smoothly he gave orders to his staff that when they found it necessary
to come to his quarters to call him into the prison for some trifling
cause they were to approach the door chanting a refrain, " It's all right,
sir." If the emergency was grave they omitted the calming chant and
quickened their pace: then he knew that he was in for it. When a
governor reaches this point he is invoking the catastrophe of which he
is going in hourly dread.
After sleepless nights and days broken by tidings of disorders in
the quarries or on the bogs, it was not surprising that the poor man
broke down. Matters them moved swiftly. One winter afternoon a
sudden fog swept down on the working parties on the bogs; two con-
victs made a preconcerted signal; fifteen dropped their spades, broke
through the circle of civil guards and were lost to view in the blinding
mist. They were all recaptured eventually, though one or two left a
chain of petty burglaries behind them in their eagerness to exchange
their convict dress for civilian clothing.
My first step was to instal telephone wires from the prison to the
working parties and to furnish the sergeant of the civil guard with a
portable instrument. When all was ready we staged a little comedy.
It was the planting season, and the principal warder in charge pur-
posely forgot to take out the bag of seed. The moment arrived when
the bag was wanted. The eyes of every convict were fixed jipon him.
He shouted to the sergeant to use his telephone; every eye turned to
the distant prison frowning on the hill. Almost instantly a mounted
warder was seen to issue forth at a gallop, and in a few minutes the bag
of seed was on the spot where it was wanted. Talking between con-
victs is forbidden, but there is no collection of human beings among
whom news travels so quickly. In a couple of hours every convict